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OBERT SIBBISON
SUPPORTS

St Etienne Cathedral (details)
Bourges , France
C. 1068-1200

Structures and their means of support have always
been compelling to me. I find myself especially drawn
to support systems which become the structure's form,
or supply its visual design. This is true of structures
represented in the photographs on this and the next
two pages: 1) St. Etienne Cathedral at Bourges, 2) the
second pyramid of Giza, and 3) the John Hancock
Building in Chicago. In each of them one immediately
perceives the strength of the structure physically and

visually, with no sense of vulnerability. Obviously, no
one wants a tomb, a cathedral, or an office building to
be or to look vulnerable. While these structures are
from different times, were built with different materials,
methods and mot1vat1ons, and have different aesthetic
qualities, in each case, it is the triangular form(s) which
provides strength.

The Second Pyramid of Giza
Egypt
c. 2500 B.C

John Hancock Building
Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill
Chicago , 1966-1969

"Unt1lled'' 1973
Galvanized steel, scaffolding parts, 12' x 30' x 30'
(3.6x9.1 x9.1 m)
Courtesy of the artist

The first structures which directly influenced my work
were electrical towers and construction scaffolding. In
fact, the first piece (pictured on these pages) utilized
rented scaffolding in conjunction with fabricated parts.
I was struck with the way the lines of these commercial
structures create three-dimensional forms which

continue to change as the viewer moves, until they
flatten out into a series of simple geometric shapes.
Since the sculptures resulting from this interest support
nothing, my involvement was mainly visual.

" UntJtled'' 1976 (4 views)
Stainless steel , 9 x 17 x 13 (2.7 x 5 .2 x 3.9 m)
State Fidelity Bank. Dayton , Ohio

Roadside Electrical Towers (4 views)

I

. ) Dayton 1974
ForGrea t Miami River,
ce berg Skeleton
60x25 , (4. 6 x 18.3 x 7.7 m

Steel, 15 ~f the artist
Courtesy

In the process of fabricating the linear pieces (shown
on the preceding pages) , I became acutely aware of
the structural and material economy employed by the
manufacturers of such structures. It is an awareness or
understanding made greater because it was gained
through practical experience . The commercial product
is born from a thoroughly pragmatic viewpoint. For
myself, while fabricating similar types of structures for
purely visual reasons, the structural simplicity of the
triangular support systems, and the strength they
provide, merged into a kind of engineering or
construction aesthetic which offered me future
sculptural possibilities.

"Thirty-six Arcs Made Of Their Own Weight" (next
page) became a transition piece between the visual
concern of the linear forms and forms that support
something-in this case, themselves. Each arc was
calculated by the combination of its length , weight, and
the angle at which it was placed into the wall. The
three-foot space in the middle of the room where the
ends of all the arcs converge, represents a revival of a
concern in earlier works, and a secondary issue to th is
piece. This concern was to create a space that the
viewer questioned entering. While this center space did
not possess any physical restraints or danger as some
earlier works did, the convergence of the arcs which
create that space seemed to produce in the viewer a
reluctance to enter. Viewers either cautiously entered
that space, or avoided it altogether by ducking under
the arcs.

Arcs Made of Their Own Weight 1975
Steel, 10 x 50 x 25' (3 x 15.2 x 7.7 m)
Courtesy of the artist
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A piece that preceded the arcs, and was directly
concerned with creating a space one would question
entering, was "Shock for Art's Sake" (following two
pages). This piece involved running a continuous
electrified wire across the floor, walls, and ceiling of the
gallery. The wire was attached to ceramic insulators
placed at three-foot intervals along the junctures of the
walls and floor, and of the walls and ceiling, and
originated from an Electric Fencer connected to a
six-volt battery. The insulators kept the wire one inch
away from all surfaces. The pulsation of an electric
fencer makes a loud clicking noise which is
accompanied by the flashing of a small red light. The
effect of the piece was to create a room electrified by
wire lines which defined three-foot-wide paths. One
could safely walk between the wire lines and could
cross over them with a little care. Even though six volts
produces a very mild shock, the total effect caused
viewers to use exaggerated caution in proceeding
through the gallery.

Shock for Art's Sake (detail) 1975
Wire, insulation, electric fencer, 6-volt battery
Room installation 11 x 24 x 31' (3.3 x 7.3 x 9.4 m)
Courtesy of the artist
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Shock for Art's Sake (detail)
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From the arc piece, it finally became clear that I was
more interested in the supporting system than the
linear forms. But I was not interested in just any kind of
support. My real concern was in discovering the
minimum system required to support something. Most
structures are over-engineered, with safety ratios of up
to 5 to 1 . When this ratio is reduced to the bare
minimum , the support system , while physically
sufficient, appears insufficient. This is especially true
when neither the structure nor the support system is
actually attached to the ground (or floor), but simply
rests on it. This factor is crucial in the four pieces shown
at Wright State University (following pages), and
evokes in the viewer a slight mismatch of perceptual
information, and thus a sense of vulnerability.
This vulnerability has a direct relationship to earlier
ideas of creating special spaces, e.g. "Shock for Art's
Sake," and "Thirty-six Arcs Made of Their Own
Weight. "

In the support pieces the difference is that the
sense of vulnerability is engendered by the support
system appearing inadequate to the structure's weight,
height, length , strength of form, and position in space.

Deflections 1976
Steel.2x15x30,(.7x4.6x9.1 m)
Courtesy of the artist

"Untitled" 1977
Steel, 4 x 8 x 30' (1.2 x 2.4 x 9.1 m)
Courtesy of the artist

Alternating Tower 1977
Steel 60 x 16' (18.3 x 4.9 m)
Courtesy of the artist
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Triangle 1977
Steel, 12 x 24 x 12'-plane thickness 3"
(3.6 x 7.3 x 3.6 m-7.7 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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